Haliaeetus leucocephalus

The bald eagle is truly an all-American
bird: it is the only eagle unique to
North America. It ranges over most of
the continent, from the northern
reaches of Alaska and Canada down to
northern Mexico,

While our national symbol was in
danger of extinetion throughout most of
its range 30 years ago, the bald eagle
has made a tremendous comeback, its
populations greatly improving in
numbers, productivity, and security in
recent years,

Male bald eagles generally measure

3 feet from head to tail, weigh 7 to 10
pounds, and have a wingspan of about
6% feet. Females are larger, some
reaching 14 pounds and having a
wingspan of up to & feet. This striking
raptor has a dark brown body and
wings and bright yellow beak, eyes, and
feet. The white head and tail feathers
appear only after the bird reaches
maturity.

Bald eagles are believed to live 30 years
or longer in the wild, and even longer in
captivity. They mate for life and build
nuge nests in the tops of large trees
near rivers, lakes, marshes, or other
wetland areas. Nests are often re-used
vear after year. With additions made
annually, some nests may reach 10 feet
across and weigh as much as 4,000
pounds. Although bald eagles may
range over greal distances, they usually
return to nest within 100 miles of where
they were raised.

Bald eagles normally lay two to three
eggs once a year and the eggs hatch
after about 35 days. The young eagles
are flying within 3 months and are on
their own about a month later.
However, disease, lack of food, bad
weather, or human interference ean kill
many eaglets; sometimes only about
half will survive their first year. Young
bald eagles are a uniform dark brown
color. They stay this color until they are

about 4 to 5 years old,
at which time they are fully
mature and develop the distinctive
white head and tail.

The staple of most bald eagle diets is
fish, but they will feed on almost
anything they can catch, including
ducks, rodents, anakes, and carrion. In
winter, northern birds migrate south
and gather in large numbers near open
water areas where fish or other prey
are plentiful.

Wildlife experts believe there may have
been 25,000 to as many as 75,000
nesting hald eagles in the lower 48
states when the bird was adopted as
our national symbol in 1782, Since that
time, the bald eagle has suffered from
habitat destruction and degradation,
iliegal shooting, and contamination of
s food source, most notably due to the
pesticide DIYE By the early 1960s,
there were fewer than 450 bald eagle
nesting pairs in the lower 48 states.

Bald eagles have few natural enemies.
But in general they need an

Bald eagles ave frequently seen perched
on lorge snags above lakes or rivers.
From this vantage point,
they can survey their
surroundings

for prey.

environment of quiet
isolation; tall, mature trees; and clean
waters. Those conditions have changed
over much of the bald eagle’s former
habitat.

Meanwhile, these birds of prey became
prey themselves. Although primarily
fish and carrion eaters, bald eagles and
other raptors were seen as marauders
that killed chickens, lambs, and other
domestic livestock. As a consequence,
large numbers were shot by farmers,
ranchers, and others.

In 1940, noting that the national bird
was “threatened with extinetion,”
Congress passed the Bald Eagle
Protection Act which made it illegal to
kill, harass, possess {without a permit),
or sell bald eagles. In 1967, bald eagles
were officially declared an endangered
species (under a law that preceded the
Endangered Species Act of 1973} in all
areas of the United States south of the
40th parallel.

The greatest threat to the bald eagle’s
existence arose from the widespread
use of DDT and other pesticides after
World War I1. DDT was used for insect
control throughout the country and its
residues washed into lakes and streams.
There, they were absorbed by aguatic
plants and small animals that were
eaten by fish. The contaminated fish, in
turn, were consumed by bald eagles.

The chemical interfered with the bald
eagle’s ahility to develop strong sheils
for its eggs. As aresuit, bald eagles and
many other bird species began laying
eggs with shells so thin they often
broke during incubation or otherwise
failed to hateh. Their reproduction
disrupted, hald eagle populations
plummeted. As the dangers of DDT
hecame known, in large part due to
Rachel Carson’s famous book Stlent
Spring, this chemical was banned for
most uses in the U.S. in 1972
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As a recovery method during the 1970s
and 80s; biclogists placed eagles into
the mest of adult pairs whose oun eggs
fatled to hatch. The pair would then
serve as "foster parents.”

In addition to the adverse effects of
DDT, bald eagles also died from lead
poisoning as a result of feeding on
hunter-killed or ~crippled waterfowl
containing lead shot and from lead shot
that was inadvertently ingested by the
waterfowl. In 1991, the Fish and
Wildlife Service completed a 5-year
program to phase out the uge of lead
shot for waterfowl huhting.

Gradually, the Fish and Wildlife Service
assembled the largest colony of
breeding bald eagles in captivity at its
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center
near Laurel, Maryland, in a major
effort o return healthy eagles to the
wild (the center is now run by the
Bivlogical Services Division of the

U.8. Geological Survey).

Patuxent’s scientists enhanced the
species’ breeding potential by removing
the bald eagle’s fir.:t cluteh of eggs and
incubating them artificially. The bald
eagles would usually then lay a second
cliutel, which the birds were allowed to
incubate themselves, In all, 124 bald
eagles were hatched at Patuxent.

These captive-hatched bald eagles were
an important source for restocking
wild populations in certain areas of

the country and helped to reestablish

a broader distribution. Patuxent’s
program ended in 1988 as bald eagles
began to reproduce more successfully
in the wild.

Some states, universities, and non-
profit organizations have continued
reintroduction efforts. Two methods

are generally used. Eaglets used for
reintreduction may be captive-hatched
o, since usually only two young per nest

survive, they may be transferred from a
bald eagle nest with a clutch of more
than two, These “extra” eaglels are
placed in the nest of an adult pair whose
own eggs are infertile or fail to hatch.
The “foster parents” readily adopl the
chicks and raise them as their own.

Another method, called “hacking,” is
a procedure adapted from the sport
of falconry. At 8 weeks of age, eaglet
nestlings are placed on manmade
towers located in remote areas where
bald eagle populations are low or
non-existent. The

The bald eagle was originally listed as
endangered under the Endangered
Species Act in 43 of the lower 48 states
and Hsted as threatened in Michigan,
Minnesota, Oregon, Washington, and
Wisconsin, (There are about 50,000 bald
eagles in Alaska and none in Hawail.)
“Kndangered” means a species is
considered in danger of extinction
throughout all or a significant portion of
its range, while “threatened” is a less
dire category, meaning a species ig
considered likely to become endangered
but not in danger of extinetion.

eaglets are kept in
an enclogure and
fed by humans
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enclosure around 4600
the artificial nest '

is opened and the 2,000
birds are free to

leave. Food is still 1,600
provided at the 47

Lower 48 States, 1963-1998

release site until cﬁ
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to fend for
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the wild.

Nurmnbers represent pairs of adult bald eagles that are occupying a territory
(nesting area). As juvenile bald eagles (less than 4 years of age) are not,
counted, the total number of bald eagles far exceeds these numbers.
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With these and other recovery
methods, as well as habitat protection
and the banning of DDT, bald eagle
populations have steadily increased.
From fewer than 450 nesting pairs in
the early 19603, there are now nearly
6,000 adult bald eagle nesting pairs and
an unknown number of young and
gubadults in the conterminous U.S.
In the last few years, several states
have had breeding bald eagles for the
first time in years.

Bald eagles normally lay two to
three eggs once a yeay,
which haich after about
35 days. The eagles
learn to fly within §
months and are on
their oum aboit o
month later

In July 1995, the Fish and Wildlife
Service announced that hald eagle
populations in the lower 48 states
previously considered endangered had
recovered to the point that they could be
formally reclassified as threatened—
another endangered species success
story. In 1999, the Service proposed to
remove the bald eagle from the
Endangered Species List. Service
officials are still evaluating that
proposal.

While habitat loss still remains a
limiting factor in the bald eagle’s
recovery, most experts agree that the
sight of our national symbeol soaring the
skies may soon becorme a common
experience for most Americans.
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